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(Time Frame: After Journey Six: The Shadow’s Fall)

The sun shone through the window on the first floor of the Burping Troll into the room belonging to Camellia and Pippin.  Pippin was curled up in her bed with the blanket pulled up to her ears.  The windows, despite what Sevilodorf claimed, were not the best, and the chillier autumn winds had been inviting themselves into the room with the moonlight.   Pippin had thought to herself that complaining to Sev would not be the best thing to do, and so kept her thought to herself on the matter.  She wasn’t sure how Camellia felt about it, but suspected that since she hobbit always woke up early every morning she was probably trying to escape the cold.  

Pippin, however, was not thinking then.  She had stayed up late the night before in the Common Room tending the bar with Balrog and hadn’t climbed into bed until the first few hours of morning before the sun rose.  She just was so tired.

“Camellia, go away!” Pippin mumbled as she pulled her pillow over her head.  Camellia grabbed a corner of the pillow and yanked it hard, nearly making her fall onto the floor in the process.  Pippin reached to pull the blanket over her head but was stopped by Camellia thumping the pillow down near her head.

“Camellia!” She growled as the pillow came nearer.

“Come on, get up!” Camellia said stubbornly through her giggles.  Thumping the pillow again, she let go and put her hands on her hips.  “Erin told you last night you were supposed to have Kitchen Duty this morning, and I for one am hungry!”

Pippin grabbed the pillow and sat up.  Camellia took a step back eyeing the lumpy marshmallow.  “You’re always hungry silly!” Pippin said and stood up.  A grin spread across her face.  “Well, if you really want something to eat...how about this!” and swung the pillow gently down towards Camellia as she was already scampering towards the door laughing.  The pillow landed against the wooden surface and fell harmlessly to the floor.

Pippin got dressed and made her way down the stairs and towards the kitchen where Erin and Meri were already busy.  Erin looked up from the apples she was slicing. “ About time.” she quipped with a smile.  Pippin found a plate of hot rolls shoved into her hands by Meri.  “You can go and bring these to the counter.  Then come back and you can start on the muffins.”  She gave Pippin a small shove towards the door. “Go on now, shoo!” she exclaimed and Pippin hurried towards the door with the plate.

Setting the plate down she glanced around the room.  Anbarad was sitting with Esgallyg, a bored (or was it pained?  She looked harder.  Yes, Pained) expression on his face.  Pippin turned and walked quickly back into the kitchen.  She’d been late that morning and didn’t want to upset the hobbits.  Plus she didn’t want to overhear any Esgallyg’s poetry.

Pushing open the door, she inhaled the sweet smell of fresh-cut apple slices and cider.  Erin was standing on her tiptoes by the sink grumbling to herself about needing to get hobbit-sized appliances, and Pippin smiled as she walked over to her and reached over the curly head to pluck a slice of apple from the bowl before being swatted by Erin.  “You can have some later.  Don’t worry, we’ll save you some.  I think I hear some muffin-pans calling your name now though.” 

Meri giggled from the other end of the room.  “We might save some if you behave is what she means.”

Pippin grinned and hurried to fetch the muffin tin.  “Don’t even think about it.” Meri said as she saw Pippin eyeing the cookie pan longingly. “You can bake some later.” she turned back towards the dough she had been rolling out before glancing back at Pippin to add “and don’t add ale to those muffins!”  Pippin nodded her head, making a silent note to herself that she’d have to try that some time. “I won’t.” she assured, and Meri gave her a warning look before going back to her dough on the counter.  Never argue with a hobbit who has a rolling pin, Pippin thought to herself.

Pippin set about mixing the muffin-mix.  A little sugar, flour... “Pip!” she turned to Erin who had called her name.

“Hm?” she asked.

“Have you seen the thyme?  I can’t find it anywhere and I wanted it for dinner tonight.”

Pippin looked skeptical.  “Already thinking about dinner?”

Erin smiled grimly.  “Of course, since I can’t ever find anything around this jumbled place what with all you people bungling about and not putting the spices back where they belong and” she sighed loudly and Pippin smiled on the inside.  

“I’ll go check the pantry, maybe it got put there by mistake.”

She rummaged around, the various spicy smells filling her nostrils and almost making her cough.  She lifted another small jar (a light brown color) and looked at the label.  Ginger.  Nope, no thyme there.  She set the ginger back down and picked up the next jar.  Basil.  Peppermint.  Mint. Lemon-balm.  Parsley.  But no thyme.  

“Erin, there’s none here either.” Pippin called from the pantry.  She poked her hear out to look at Erin and shrugged to her.  “Any more ideas?”

“Not really.  I just don’t know where it could have gotten off to, I just saw it yesterday,” the hobbit replied up to Pippin, and both looked to Meri who shook her head.  

“Maybe we ran out?”

Pippin moved to receive the bowl of apple slices that Erin held up to her to take to the common room.  Pushing open the creaking wooden door she spied the now-empty plate that had before held Meri’s warm rolls.  ‘Figures.’ she thought.  ‘They had smelled so good too.’  A light tap on her shoulder startled her and she turned around to face Aerio holding a roll in one hand and smirking.

“Good morning to you, Pip.  How do you fare?” he asked.  Pippin eyed the roll.  She was hungry.

“Have you ever worked kitchen duty before?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.  Aerio grinned.

“No, and nor do I plan to.” He tossed the roll into the air and caught it with his other hand before tossing it again and catching it behind his back.  Pippin looked at him dryly.

“Enjoying that last roll?” she asked sarcastically.  Aerio nodded his head vigorously.

“Absolutely. Affirmative. Assuredly. Aye. Certainly. Completely. Definitely. Entirely. Extremely. Fully. Indeed.  Indubitably. Positively. Profoundly. Profusely. Quite. Thoroughly. Truly. Undeniably, yes. Utterly. Verily. Very much so. Wholly. Yea. Äù.” He grinned impishly and tossed the golden roll into the air again.

“You know.” Pippin began, “if I were a hobbit I might have whacked you by now.”

“Ah!” he exclaimed, “but you’re not a hobbit so that statement is reduced to naught.”

Pippin reached out to grab the roll as he tossed it again into the air, but didn’t get it.

“Ah ah ah.” Aerio tsked and smirked.

“Meri’s making sweet pastries in the kitchen and it’d be a real shame if you didn’t get any,” Pippin muttered.  Aerio cocked his ear towards her.

“Did I hear a threat?” he asked in a sing-song voice as Pippin grabbed for the roll again.  This was now a matter of principle.  “You threaten me and then want me to give you my roll?  Surely you jest.”   ‘That roll was calling her name,’ Pippin thought, elf though she was.  She was sure she’d heard it.

“Pip!” There it went again.

“Oh!” Pippin exclaimed and hurried back towards the kitchen from where Meri had called her name.  She looked back at Aerio who grinned.

“Pip, I think your muffins are done.” Meri said from the pastries she was making.  Pippin walked across to the oven and grabbed a towel over her hand before reaching in to take out the tin.  The sweet aroma of cranberry muffins rose out in the heat and filled the kitchen. 

“Mm!” Pippin breathed, and Erin turned to look at her from the cupboard she was searching through.

“Those smell good Pip,” she said, and Pippin placed the tin on the table.

“Aye.” she replied.  Taking another deep breath of the muffins’ sweet scent riding upward, she turned toward Erin.  “Still haven’t got the thyme?”

Aerio poked his head into the kitchen.  “It is twenty-three seconds until Seven-Forty-Three am.” he pronounced, before Erin hopped down and strode up to him.  He began backing out the door until Erin caught him by the sleeve of his tunic.  Pippin watched out of the corner of her eye and wanted to laugh.

“Very funny.  If you were being any help in here this morning, you would know that I am searching for the herb.” she gazed impassively at him, and then continued, “In fact, I believe you might be able to help.  You can scour in that cabinet over there.”  Erin stated, and pointed across the room near the pantry.  Aerio shook his head, and took a step back towards the Common Room again before taking one good look at Erin and deciding better of arguing.  Pippin grinned over to him, thinking back to their previous conversation.  ‘Serves him right’, she thought smugly.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything, even Kitchen Duty!” she said, and ducked away to put the muffins out of the way to cool.  Aerio grunted something, and with a very annoyed expression on his face began going through the cupboard.  Meri winked to Pippin before, with a curly bounce of her head, turned back to her Danish’s.

************************************************************************


Pippin took a bite of the cooled-off muffin while she leaned back against the wall in the Common Room.  Her morning job in the kitchen was done, and now she was enjoying a late breakfast.  Guests from the previous night mingled about.  She faintly heard a local farmer exchanging news with a traveler from Henneth Annun.  But for the time being, she mulled over her meal.  Afterwards, she decided, she would have to go check on Maegloth.  The mare had been out in the pasture all night, and because of the heavy recent rains lately, was liable to be in need of a good cleaning.

She opened the front door to the Troll.  A crisp breeze blew yellow, gold and red leaves in little flurries here and there, and made a rustling noise like paper crumpling.  Walking to the stable and pasture, she quickly spotted the black mare by the fence.  Ducking under a higher part of the fence like a cat, Pippin moved over to her horse and rubbed the velvety part under Maegloth’s chin and letting the whiskers tickle her fingers.  “Mae govennen, Lissi.” she said happily.

She brought Maegloth into the barn, and clipped on the cross-ties onto the halter before reaching to the bucket that sat near a nearby bale of hay.  Rummaging around a moment, she extracted the hoof-pick, and leaned her weight against Maegloth’s side.  The mare obliged, and picked up her front hoof where Pippin caught it and held it against her knee as she dug out the mud that had accumulated there overnight.  After working her way all around the horse, she traded hoof-pick for currycomb (after noting that although there was dust, it would come off quick enough with the comb and using the scraper wouldn’t do much) and brushed in vigorous circles starting at Maegloth’s crest and ending at her dock.

“What did you do, roll into a sea of dust last night?” Pippin asked, noting that there was more dust than she originally had seen.  That was the problem with black horses, she mused.  She added a dramatic sigh.  Maegloth bobbed her head and stomped one foot, which landed square on Pippin’s foot.  “Rauko roch!  Nmad!” she muttered through her teeth, not noticing at first that she’d gone from elvish to Rohirric once again.  She leaned against Maegloth, who after a moment obliged and took a side step away.  “That’s better.” Pippin muttered, and moved her foot away as well.

She’d been doing that a lot lately, she thought to herself, combining her languages.  It was strange, she had never liked the Common Tongue and much preferred her native voice.  But now, she found herself not only using the Common Tongue, but on certain occasions Rohirric as well.  Still, the others often laughed when she would speak in all three at once.

Swapping the currycomb, Pippin grabbed the bristled brush and started again at her mare’s ebony head, small hairs fluttering their way down to the dirt and hay covered floor to rest.  After finishing, she quickly swiped the brush against a wooden beam that rose from floor to ceiling and got rid of the hairs that still clung to the brush.  Maegloth turned one ear towards the sound but then ignored both it and her elven mistress.  Finally, Pippin dug out a wide-toothed comb and swept it through Maegloth’s mane and tail in turn.  When she was done, she unclipped the cross-ties on the mare’s halter and brought the horse outside before lightly leaping up to mount her.

Pressing her leg to urge Maegloth down the road at a walk, Pippin lifted her eyes toward the trees overhead.  She had officially seen every season at this tavern now, she realized. The trees had been bare when she arrived and soon they would be that way again.  Funny, how so much had happened since she’d turned up on that rainy night.  How could something so recent seem ages ago?  A breeze whipped through the tops of the tree branches, and a shower of yellow leaves fell like a rain of gold.  Maegloth snorted, and Pippin urged her into a trot that made the pebbles on the road scatter and clatter.

Soon the pair came to Pippin’s usual place where she would turn around and head back to the Troll.  She didn’t really want to go back yet.  The sun was climbing high into the sky though, and she knew she still had work to do about the tavern.  As she was constantly reminded, she had to earn her keep.

Finally arriving back at the Troll, she brushed down Maegloth and let back out to the pasture.  Turning towards the stable, she settled about the task of cleaning Maegloth’s stall.

************************************************************************

“Oh!  Rilith!  I’m sorry!”  Pippin exclaimed as she nearly ran over the elf who had been standing behind the door to the Troll as she opened it to enter in.  Rilith looked at her and smiled a faint smile of amusement and waved Pippin off.

“No harm done.” she said and then sat down.  “I probably should not stand there, should I?” She looked up now at Pippin who shrugged.

“I wouldn’t advise it I guess.” she looked at Rilith for a minute before venturing a question.  “Will you be joining us for dinner tonight?”

Rilith shrugged her shoulders, and Pippin sighed inwardly.  “I wish you would.  We enjoy your company.” a thought occurred to her and she added “Don’t tell me you don’t like Hobbit cooking now?” and a merry twinkle shone in her eyes.  The cooking at the Troll was famous with everyone.

“On no, it is nothing really.  I just prefer to be by myself, you know.”  Rilith said casually.  Pippin knew.  She had those times often, but somehow she didn’t think that Rilith wanted to be alone for the same reasons she herself did at times.  ‘If Rilith did, then surely’, Pippin thought, ‘I would have figured it out by now.’
“Oh.” was all the younger elf replied.  An awkward silence reigned between the two and Pippin was about to try and start up another conversation when Carcharien appeared in the room and walked over to the two silent elves by the door.

“Mae govennen, Rilith, Pippin.” he said, nodding to both with a tilt of his head.  His gray eyes met Pippin’s for a brief instant, and Pippin felt her cheeks turn pink.  Rilith noticed and a smile flickered on her face a moment.  Clearing her throat, she stood up.

“I have things to do now.” she said, and turned to walk towards the kitchen before Pippin could say a words or even a farewell.  Carcharien sat down beside Pippin with a confused look on his face.

“What was that all about?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” was all Pippin could say, for she was as clueless as he was.  Carcharien glanced over to the table where Anbarad and Esgallyg had been earlier.

“My, that must have been a short ballad today.” he said, and Pippin covered her mouth as she laughed.

“Aye, short indeed if they are already gone.” and chuckled as Carcharien looked around the room.

“Are you sure they’re gone?  Mayhap Anbarad has fallen asleep on the floor and Esgallyg has had to run to find Sevilodorf for a remedy.”  To emphasize his joke, Carcharien stood up and pretended to shade his eyes while searching the floor of the Common Room.  Pippin stood next to him and through her laughter shook her head.

“I don’t think he’s there, Car.” and with that, sat down again.  The door creaked open and in tramped a tall man, dark-haired and wind-blown.  A farmer she’d seen one or two times before, and true to form he headed straight for the bar.  Pippin shot an apologetic look to Carcharien before rising to go to her work of tending the bar until supper.

************************************************************************

Pippin put her chin in her cupped hand as she leaned against the counter of the Common Room.  She had been tending bar for the past few hours, business being steady that night as ever.  Something in the air, she mused, must make every traveler from every road especially thirsty.  In the kitchen others were busy with the last-minute meal preparations and Pippin wondered to herself if she would end up tending to drinks as late (or rather, early) as she had the night (morning, really) before.  Where was Balrog? she wondered.  She wanted dearly to take a break from her work and perhaps sup with Carcharien.  Turning around she sighed, still no Balrog.

Abruptly, the kitchen door swung open and Carcharien came forth bearing two plates and a mug balanced precariously as the door swung back to its place and nearly bumped into him.  He turned around the corner of the bar and set the plate bearing that night’s meal before Pippin.  “I thought you might get a little lonely out here,” he said, and Pippin smiled and thanked him.

“You can sit here if you want.” she motioned to the stool behind hers, and after filling his mug he sat down with his plate on his knees.  Pippin took a bite of her meal before standing up to fill another cup placed on the bar for a re-fill.  After re-filling, she turned back to her plate and was about to sit down when Carcharien frowned.

“I could have gotten that.  You take a break.” and pulled her stool back further to sit beside him and so he could have a better vantage to tending the bar.  Pippin’s eyes twinkled, and she sat back down closer to him.  That was better, she thought to herself.

“Pip?  Are you over there?” a small voice piped from below the countertop, and Pippin perked up at the sound of her name.

“Yes ... Camellia?” she answered and asked.

“Yes.  Erin wanted me to tell you that she needs someone to watch the bar for the rest of the evening, and would you mind?” Camellia said, and Pippin stood up to lean over the bar-counter to look down at her friend.

“I guess I wouldn’t mind.” was all Pippin said and, sighing to herself, turned back to Carcharien.  “Looks like I’m here for the rest of the evening.”  Carcharien patted the stool again, and Pippin leaned back with a sigh.  “It’s been busy tonight.” she mused.

At that moment, both heard the unmistakable sound of Anbarad.  Looking up from each other, both Pippin and Carcharien stifled laughter at the sight of the elf at the counter.  Anbarad’s face was one of weariness and annoyance rolled into one.  Carcharien stood up and pushed a filled mug over to Anbarad.  Anbarad took one look at it, then pushed it back.  “Do you have anything stronger than the usual?  What about that ... Cherry B?”

Carcharien laughed aloud.  “Brother, was his song that bad?  Surely you have had several hours with which to recuperate.”

Pippin stood up and, next to Carcharien, said “I think you’d best consult Celebsul on the issue of Cherry B. He’s the keeper of it.  But anyhow, you’ve seen how he gets when he has it, and he’s used to it,” she shuddered.  “I tried it once, and I don’t plan on trying it again.  Strong stuff.”

“Strong.  That’s what I need.  And Carch, several hours is not nearly enough.” he shot an angry look at his brother who shrugged.

“Glad it wasn’t I who had to listen” he said, and winked.  Pippin giggled and Carcharien made a hasty retreat to his stool again before Anbarad could slap him.  Pippin laughed softly.

“You’re terrible.”

“I know.” Carcharien said in a stage whisper.  Then, softer, he added “That’s why you love me, isn’t it?”

“No, not at all.” she said just as quietly.

Carcharien smiled and reached out slender elven fingers to trace her chin as she looked at him.  “Oh?”

“I have plenty of better reasons to love you than that.” she said, and leaned her head against his chest.

“Good...you’re just as terrible you know.” he replied with an audible smile to his quiet voice that no others in the room could hear.  “And I have better reasons to love you than that as well.”

************************************************************************

As the customers ate and drank, Pippin sat with Carcharien at the bar until the room emptied.  After the last mug was distributed, Carcharien walked with Pippin around the hall to her room before he turned back to go to Celebsul’s workshop.

“Well, there you are.”  Camellia exclaimed, when Pippin walked in the door.  Pippin nodded her head and Camellia giggled.  “You two do look cute when you’re together.”

Pippin shot her a smile.  “Says she who is wearing her engagement ring.  May I see it?  I haven’t had a good look yet you know,” she said as she moved to see the hand that Camellia held out bearing her ring.

“Oh, it’s lovely.” she breathed, and Camellia nodded gravely with a merry glint in her eye.

“It is, but then, so is Milo!” she giggled to herself and Pippin looked at the Essenbloom plant by the window.

“We’re going to turn into two giggly butterflies if this keeps up.  Have you been smelling that plant close-up again?” she shot Camellia a wicked grin.

“No, silly.  No need to do that. Why, I just go to sleep at night and dream.  And don’t tell me you don’t; I’ve seen your face most morning when you wake up and it’s usually like it is now.” the hobbit said, and the elf put her hands on her hips.

“Oh?  And how do I look now?”

“Like you’ve been sitting behind the bar with Carcharien.”

Pippin turned to hide her pink-flushed face, and changed into an oversized shirt before climbing into her bed.  The sound of Camellia drifted over to her.

“Heehee!”

“Very funny.”

“Well, you’re wearing a ring too, I see.”

“Oh!  No, that’s nothing.” Pippin replied, referring to the ring she’d forgotten to take off her finger.  The small peridot glowed faintly in the moonlight.

“He gave you a ring.  Heehee.”  Camellia said, and Pippin sighed with a smile before drifting off to sleep, and mayhap to dream.

